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Part One: Flew the Coop

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	I watched my sister’s heart break, and I turned away.

	 

	I moved numbly down the airport corridor, feeling a tugging in my chest, as though my heart was unraveling. Why not? The rest of my life was an unspooled mess on the floor; it wasn’t surprising that my body would follow.

	I pulled myself out of my self-pity long enough to find the gate where I was boarding. A smiling flight attendant directed me to my spot, and after stuffing my backpack and coat into the overhead compartment, I slumped into the seat. Great. I was in the middle. Not by the window, where I could’ve enjoyed the view on my first-ever flight, and not on the aisle, where I could have stretched out my gangly legs. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back, exhausted. I hadn’t been sleeping well — me, the guy my sister teased about being narcoleptic because I usually slept like the dead.

	A red-faced man puffed his way past my knees and dropped heavily into the window seat, and a minute later an older businesswoman settled herself on my left. I sat up and looked around. The plane was filling up. We’d be leaving soon. Leaving... I shot to my feet in near-panic and stumbled into the aisle. What the hell was I doing? I couldn’t leave! I jerked on the handle of the overhead compartment; it flew open and my jacket landed on top of me.

	“Excuse me, sir, is everything all right?” The flight attendant wasn’t smiling anymore. A rumble shook the floor under my feet as the engines started. I pulled the jacket off my head, the novelty of being called ‘sir’ distracting me for a second.

	“You need to sit down,” the attendant insisted. Her expression was strained.

	I gulped some air. “Okay, yeah, sure.” I hurriedly shoved the jacket back into storage and then huddled in my seat. My seatmates shot me suspicious looks, and my pulse was just slowing to normal when the engines revved. My heart rate revved right up with them.

	I’d agonized about leaving everything I knew behind. I’d harboured endless hopes about what I would find in Spain. But I hadn’t thought about the actual process of getting from one to the other, you know, the part where I’d be IN THE AIR over an enormous, hungry ocean. My fingers dug into the armrests as the plane got louder and louder. The whole thing was vibrating like it was going to fly apart any minute. The red-faced guy spared me a derisive look and I realized my entire body, all six feet of it, had gone rigid. I felt my stomach drop suddenly, the shaking slowed, and we were in the air. I leaned towards the window, ignoring red-face, and watched the city of Toronto shrink down to a smudge at the edge of Lake Ontario.

	I slumped back onto the hard cushions, closed my eyes, and tried with all my might not to think about everyone I’d disappointed. My sister Téa thought I was running away, our adoptive father thought I was rejecting him, and my girlfriend — ex-girlfriend — well, she was probably glad to see the last of me. I’d screwed up royally. I needed this fresh start.

	I fell asleep, woke up briefly to eat, and conked out again. I opened my eyes in time to resume my death-grip on the armrests for landing. When I staggered off the plane, the river of people carried me along to the baggage claim area. The Madrid airport was like something out of a sci-fi movie. It had a bright, undulating roof held up by poles painted in primary colours, dotted with multiple round skylights. Large snowflakes and Christmas tree cut-outs dangled from the ceiling. I stared upward so much that I’d managed to collide with several people by the time I collected my beat-up old suitcase and found a washroom.

	I dumped my bag in a corner, used the toilet, and washed my hands and face, trying to wake up. I ran damp hands through my white-blond hair, which covered my ears and fell halfway down my neck, getting long even for me. I examined my face critically in the mirror. My snooze on the plane hadn’t erased the dark circles under my eyes. Oh well, at least my face had some colour, I thought wryly.

	I turned to grab my suitcase, not wanting to keep my ride waiting. I blinked and looked around... I’d left my bag right where the counter met the wall. And now, that space was empty. Quickly, I checked all the stalls but found nothing. My stomach clenched into a hard ball. I ran out into the airport and scanned the crowd, my long legs carrying me in futile zig-zags as I strove to spot a generic navy blue rectangle. My panicked pulse beat louder and louder in my ears, but it was impossible to single out one bag among so many. Finally, I dropped onto a bench and clutched my head with both hands in frustration. I hadn’t been in Spain five minutes and I’d already done something stupid. Maybe Dec was right. Maybe I was too irresponsible to make it here on my own. After all, he was the man who’d raised me, he knew me a lot better than Alfonso, my ‘real’ father, did.

	The thought of Alfonso finally lifted me to my feet and I plodded towards the exit. I felt sick with humiliation at having to tell him how I’d messed up. Dec’s reaction would have been predictable — he’d fume, and I’d cower. I’d wanted to make a good impression on my ‘other’ father. So much for that.

	At least my laptop, wallet, and passport were in my backpack, I consoled myself as I scanned the crowd. Those would have been much harder to replace.

	“Seth!”

	Alfonso waved before striding over and embracing me briefly, and I gave him an awkward hug back. I’d forgotten he was so much smaller than me. But his smile was warm, and his dark brown eyes shone with pleasure at seeing me again.

	“Come, the family is waiting to meet you,” he said. He glanced down. “Where is your baggage?”

	I swallowed hard and hooked my thumbs under the straps of my backpack before telling him. “I know it was stupid,” I finished, my eyes trained on the floor in embarrassment.

	I felt his hand on my arm. “I’m dreadfully sorry that this was your first experience of our country,” he said, shaking his head sorrowfully. “Please do not judge us harshly based on this one event.”

	My eyes bugged out at him. He was afraid I’d be the one to judge harshly? “It was my own fault,” I pointed out.

	“Rubbish. You’re tired, and if I’m not mistaken, you are not a seasoned traveller, yes?”

	“It’s my first time outside of Canada,” I admitted.

	“Well then, your experience can only improve.” He smiled and moved off, and I followed him, bemused, into the dark night air. I could see enough to notice that he was unlocking a Jaguar and I goggled. I loved cars, and I’d never seen this particular model before.

	“Nice car,” I said admiringly as I slid into the smooth leather seat.

	We made uncomfortable small talk on the drive. He asked how Téa was doing and I lied and said she was fine because what was I supposed to do, get into our whole complicated, messed-up situation?

	Madrid at night was a sea of blurred lights, like an underwater dream, and I felt like a fish that’s swum into unfamiliar and frightening waters. I determinedly pushed the feeling aside. I was in Spain. Angst or not, there was no backing out now.

	We soon pulled into a circular driveway. As I stepped out of the car, fear congealed the air around me, making it hard to breathe. My future was a yawning, shadowy chasm, and this new family was the only thing that could help me safely across the darkness. 

	I had a vague impression of a looming square house, brightly lit by outdoor lights, before Alfonso ushered me through the door. The foyer opened onto a large, open space with a wide expanse of dark glass on the far wall. I dropped my backpack and was just shrugging out of my coat when a woman glided over to us.

	“Ah, Raquel,” Alfonso purred. He draped an arm proudly over her shoulders. “I would like you to meet Seth. My son. This is my wife, Raquel.” I was clutching my jacket in a death grip and hastily dropped it before extending my hand.

	Raquel’s handshake was lukewarm and brief, and her copper-coloured eyes assessed me coolly. “Encantada,” she murmured. Though her voice was pleasant, her tone was flat.

	“She says she is delighted,” Alfonso translated. “Raquel speaks very little English.”

	We moved across the stone floor into an enormous kitchen, where Alfonso gestured for me to sit. I hoisted myself into a tall chair in front of a bar-like counter. He disappeared momentarily while I watched Raquel arrange plates on the counter. Her hair spiralled halfway down her back in gorgeous auburn tumbles. She looked up suddenly and caught me studying her.

	My face warmed; I knew my fair skin was giving away my embarrassment, but her expression didn’t change at all. She held my gaze coolly until Alfonso came back, brandishing a bottle of wine. I accepted a glass of the red liquid, even though I wasn’t much of a wine drinker, and we toasted my arrival and ate from the assorted dishes. There were olives, fish, some kind of thinly sliced deli-type meat, and delicious crusty bread.

	Alfonso spoke to Raquel. I noticed the Spanish sounded different from what I’d heard my sister speak. It was soft, the words flowing like water over smooth stones. My father made a frustrated sound and turned to me, frowning.

	“I had hoped you would meet your half-sisters, but they are sleeping,” he explained. His accent sometimes sounded more British than Spanish.

	“Well, it’s really late here, isn’t it?” I wouldn’t have expected the kids to be awake.

	“Regardless, I had asked that they stay up. It isn’t every day that they meet a new relative.” He seemed upset about it, although I couldn’t imagine why. A glance at Raquel showed that she was expressionless, her face tight rather than calm. I swallowed nervously, hoping I wasn’t causing any strain between them.

	We said goodnight and Alfonso led me to my room. Even with all the sleep I’d gotten on the plane, I was tired. I stripped off my clothes, slid between the chilly sheets in my boxers, and it was lights out.

	 

	
 

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Bright light woke me. I opened my eyes to sunshine flooding the room and sat up, blinking. I hadn’t paid attention to any details the night before, but now I noticed this room was way bigger and nicer than my bedroom back home. I was on the ground floor, and on my left, a large window looked over a green backyard. Blue pool water sparkled within white patio stones. On the wall opposite the bed hung a flat-screen TV, and to my right, there was a dresser, closet, and chair.

	I got up, rubbing sleep from my eyes, and peeked through a door. Whew, a bathroom. A cursory tour showed that it was fully stocked. I used my finger to brush my teeth with some toothpaste I didn’t recognize, then had a quick shower. Unfortunately, I had to put the same clothes on afterward and I grimaced, wishing for some deodorant at least.

	Once I was as presentable as I could get in my rumpled grey long-sleeved T-shirt and jeans, I strolled into the house. To my left, sunshine streamed in from floor-to-ceiling windows and reflected off the polished, white marble floors. I was gazing in awe at the high ceiling when childish shrieks rent the air and two little shapes hurtled towards me. They stopped dead two feet away, the smaller one crashing into the larger, who stared at me suspiciously with her arms crossed.

	I felt my face split into a grin. “Hi! You must be my sisters.” Their blank looks reminded me that I was in Spain. “Um, hola?”

	Okay, so I’m a freakin’ idiot. Truth be told, I hadn’t given much thought to the fact that I’d be living in a country where everyone spoke Spanish, a language that I didn’t know. Maybe it was because Alfonso’s English was so good, nicer than mine. Or maybe I’d been in such a hurry to leave home that I hadn’t considered much else. In any case, learning to communicate was obviously going to be a priority.

	Both girls were still staring at me, the smaller one peeking out from behind her sister. She was a tiny thing, wearing an unmistakable superhero costume. I let my eyes grow wide.

	“Superman?” I asked in mock disbelief.

	The little girl’s face grew animated as she stepped out from behind her sibling. “Sí, soy Superman!” she asserted proudly, flexing her arm. I knelt down and felt the fake biceps on the suit before giving an impressed whistle. She giggled, and my heart turned to goo. She was adorable.

	“Carolina?” I guessed.

	“No, I am Carolina,” the older girl said. “My sister is Nelia.” Despite a strong Spanish accent, her English was perfectly understandable. My relief was so vast that I had to resist the urge to hug her.

	“You speak English!” I exclaimed, delighted.

	Her brown eyes glowed with pride, and her chocolate curls bounced as she nodded. “I know good English. I go to school,” Carolina stated. “She is a baby.” She stuck her tongue out at the younger girl. Nelia may not have understood the words, but it seemed that the language of poked-out-tongues was universal. She launched herself at her big sister, pudgy fists flailing.

	“Hold up there, Super-kitty.” I laughed and scooped her up. She was about as heavy as dandelion fluff. A river of Spanish announced their mother and I put Nelia down and straightened up, nervous again.

	“Uh, good morning,” I stammered. I kicked myself mentally for not learning some basic phrases before crossing the pond. She gave me a curt nod, her eyes taking in my wet hair and wrinkled clothes. Both girls began tugging on their mother, speaking rapidly. I caught the word ‘Seth’, so I supposed they knew who I was.

	Raquel waved at me to follow her and we went into the kitchen. I looked around for a clock and was startled to find it was eleven a.m., much later than I usually got up. At home, I would’ve been in the barn by seven to feed the horses. I pushed the thought away as Carolina came and took my hand.

	“Come. Sit,” she commanded. I slid onto one of the tall chairs in front of the counter and she scrambled up the one next to me. Nelia struggled to climb up on my other side, so I picked her up and sat her in my lap until I caught Raquel’s narrow-eyed gaze. I moved Nelia into her own chair and stood up.

	“Can I help you?” I asked Raquel, seeing that she was gathering food. Thank God, because I was starving. She raised her eyebrows at me but said nothing. Sheesh, did the woman ever smile? What kind of ice queen had my father married?

	I turned to Carolina. “Can you ask your mom if I can help her with something?”

	Carolina translated, her high-pitched little voice echoing in the enormous kitchen. Raquel frowned, shook her head, and motioned for me to sit down. I did so with a sigh. What I wouldn’t give for some coffee. The little girls chattered as I looked around. The walls were painted a warm colour somewhere between red and orange, a nice contrast to the rows of fancy bleached wood cabinets. The ceilings were high in this room also, and various pots and vases stood on top of the cabinets.

	When I turned, I found that the room that opened behind me was even larger; there was a dining table on the left, and on the right, a den-like area with an enormous TV on the wall and a dark leather couch that could’ve sat a dozen, easy. Lines of light filtered through the wooden blinds, creating barcodes of shadow across the marble floor.

	The clatter of a plate behind me made me spin around. “Café?” Raquel inquired from across the counter, holding up a pot.

	“Oh, bless you!” I said. She seemed startled but didn’t move. I tried again. “Sí, por favour.” I’d picked up that much Spanish from my cousin and aunt back home. Was it possible? Did her mouth twitch like she was about to smile? Maybe my accent was worse than I’d thought. In any case, she poured coffee and passed me a sort of creamer that turned out to contain warm milk. I splashed some in, thinking what a good idea it was. The coffee was hot and strong, just the way I liked it, and I felt myself begin to relax as we ate.

	“No school today?” I asked Carolina.

	“We are on holiday.” She bounced with excitement as she spoke.

	“Oh, of course! It’s almost Christmas.” I’d finished writing the exams for my first semester of university just a few days earlier. I’d already withdrawn from the winter term, much to my dad’s fury. My adoptive dad, that is.

	As if thoughts of fathers had conjured him, Alfonso strode in looking very dapper in a dark suit. He beamed at me before turning to Carolina. “Where is my kiss?” he demanded, holding open his arms. She ran to him, but Nelia held back. Alfonso frowned when he saw her. He released Carolina with a pat on the head and straightened up.

	“Nelia...” the rest of what he said was lost to me, but his glance went back and forth between his youngest daughter and Raquel, who threw up her hands, looking agitated.

	Carolina tugged on my hand, her rosy-cheeked face upturned. Her expression was grave. “My papá does not like this costume, but Nelia only wants to wear this. He says he buys her many pretty dresses and that is what she is to put on.”

	“I bet you don’t like pretty dresses either,” I teased. She was wearing a knee-length, pale blue dress that looked far too fancy for hanging around the house.

	“I only like dresses,” she corrected indignantly. “I am a princess.”

	“I’d wear a dress myself right about now if it was clean,” I confided.

	“Let us hope it doesn’t come to that,” Alfonso said. Raquel and Nelia had disappeared somewhere. “I’ll take you shopping, since you need a new wardrobe.”

	I flushed with mixed embarrassment and gratitude. “Thanks.”

	I went and grabbed my wallet and jacket before following Alfonso outside. The forest green Jag lounged on the circular driveway. In daylight, the house was large and angular, with pebbly cream-coloured walls of a type I’d never seen. I shivered as I climbed into the car. Somehow, I’d expected Spain to be warmer, but it felt like Ontario in autumn.

	“Where are we going?” Now that I was alone with Alfonso, I found myself rather anxious, wanting him to like me.

	“Downtown,” he answered. “You can see some of the proud city of Madrid while we shop.”

	The drive was about twenty minutes, and I craned my neck the whole time, trying to see everything. If I’d had any doubts that I was in another country, they evaporated on the way. Madrid was completely different from Toronto or Montreal, the only other cities I’d been to. The buildings, the people, even the cars looked foreign. The architecture was older and more elaborate than anything I’d ever seen; many of the structures weren’t square or rectangular, but bulging and oddly shaped. Trees lined the streets, and there was a lot of traffic of all kinds: vehicles, bikes, and pedestrians. Mopeds zoomed between the lanes, looking urban and cool. Alfonso kept up a running commentary, pointing out places of interest which I promptly forgot.

	After we parked, he led the way into a menswear store. I looked around. “Um, Alfonso, I don’t think...” I began. The store seemed to be devoted mostly to suits, and even though I wasn’t much of a judge of such things, they looked expensive.

	“We are having a party. In fact, two parties,” he said, “for the holidays. You will need appropriate attire.”

	I gulped. If I bought a suit from this place, I wouldn’t have any money left for other clothes, not to mention anything else.

	“It is my gift to you,” he went on. “Please, allow me to atone for the discourteous way you were received in my country.”

	I hardly knew what to say. “I guess it would be rude to refuse,” I replied, grinning.

	An old, mostly bald man shuffled over. Alfonso exchanged a few words with him while the man’s eyes travelled mournfully up and down my body. He left, returned moments later with his arms laden, and the trying began. Every suit I pulled on resulted in a few minutes of discussion, but not with me, the person wearing the suit. Oh, no. Alfonso and the old man, whose face grew longer and longer, spoke around me like I was a dressmaker’s dummy.

	They finally settled on a blue-grey number that I had to admit looked pretty slick. The old man pinned it here and there for alterations, although every outfit had fit almost perfectly, almost as if he’d done this before. I pulled my old clothes back on, feeling more rumpled than ever, while Alfonso quickly picked out a couple of shirts, two ties, and a few pairs of dress socks. Then we stepped out onto the cool but sunny sidewalk.

	“Thanks,” I said awkwardly as we walked. The streets were packed with Christmas shoppers.

	“It is my pleasure,” he assured me.

	It felt deeply weird to be doing this with him. We barely knew each other, even if he was technically my father. Dec, the man who’d raised me from the age of nine, had never gone clothes shopping with me. At first, because my mom had done it, and after she died... well, I was fourteen by then and old enough to buy my own things. He’d simply given me money and a list, described my gruesome execution if I spent the money unwisely, and that was that.

	“The tailor thought you were very good-looking,” Alfonso said in a tone of satisfaction. He opened the door to another shop. “He was surprised that you are my son.”

	“He said that?” I was startled. The man had shown about as much emotion as a slug in mourning. The new store was a department-type, and I pondered Alfonso’s words as we picked up underwear, shirts, and jeans. Alfonso had told the tailor, someone he presumably didn’t know well, that I was his son. He wasn’t ashamed of me, at the very least. And he was buying me all this stuff. I felt genuine warmth towards him for the first time.

	“Let’s find a coat,” he was saying now. “Yours is too heavy.” Alfonso had done most of the choosing and he picked styles that were a lot trendier than I was used to. The jacket was no exception: charcoal felted wool with large buttons and funky crooked pockets. It wasn’t really me and I hesitated, but hey, he was buying. I was grateful and didn’t want to cause any discomfort between us. At my nod, he smiled and handed it to the harried saleslady.

	“Un café?” he suggested after he’d paid.

	“Sí,” I agreed eagerly.

	The little restaurant we went to was warm and cozy. To go with our coffees Alfonso ordered several plates of food, most of which I didn’t exactly recognize, but I was hungry and it was good.

	“Carolina and Nelia are adorable,” I said, once my eating had slowed. “I can’t believe that Carolina speaks English already. What is she, about five?”

	“Six. She attends the British school, as I did, but I have been speaking English with my girls since they were born. Nelia understands but refuses to speak. Fortunately, Carolina is more reasonable, she will need fluency in English when she comes to work with me.”

	I smiled. “She’s a budding little pharmacist already?” Alfonso owned a chain of pharmacies that he had inherited from his parents.

	He gave an eloquent shrug. “Children do not know what they want. It is up to me, as her father, to guide her in the correct direction.” He made the statement with complete confidence.

	I didn’t say anything, but I knew how well that attitude would’ve gone over with Téa, Alfonso’s other daughter. In a nutshell, it wouldn’t have.

	“Is Raquel a full-time mom?” I was wondering how much time I’d have to spend with her disapproving presence in the house.

	“Oh yes, I want her to be able to devote herself to the children. She was a secretary when I met her. From a very good family, you know, but one that fell on hard times. I lifted her up.” He raised his hands, palms up, to demonstrate.

	We made one last stop so that I could pick up toiletries. At the cash, Alfonso added a bottle of aftershave to my pile. “It’s a very nice scent, trust me.” Outside the store, he laid a hand on my arm and looked at me seriously. “May I make a suggestion?”

	“Sure.”

	“I have an excellent barber. Perhaps a new hairstyle would complement the clothing?”

	I only hesitated for a second before agreeing. I mean, why not? Being the old me hadn’t gotten me anywhere I wanted to go. I might as well go whole hog with my new life.

	When we got home, I heard the kids before I saw them. At the sound of her dad’s call, Carolina came cartwheeling over to us.

	Alfonso snapped, “Carolina! Walk, please!”

	I cringed. Her cartwheels were about as steady as a Parkinson’s patient, and the floor was hard stone. The little girl drew herself up and pulled down her dress with surprising dignity, but when she got to me her mouth fell open.

	“You look different.”

	“D’you like it?” I nervously smoothed a hand over my new haircut. The last time I’d had hair this short was when I was ten, and my mother had cried, but this time I liked it. I thought I looked more mature.

	She tilted her head to the side and considered me. “It was prettier before.”

	I laughed. “Well, I guess I’ll have to carry on as best I can.” I took off my fancy new jacket and hung it carefully in the entryway closet. “Where’s Nelia?”

	Carolina looked away.

	“She refuses to remove her Superman costume,” Alfonso explained, “so she must stay in her room.”

	I was stunned. “But she’s so cute in it. What’s the harm?”

	“I asked her to change her clothing. The harm is in her refusal to mind me.”

	I glanced at Carolina. She was gnawing her lip exactly the way that Téa did when she was worried.

	Suddenly I missed my sister so sharply it was like someone running claws through my guts. “Could you show me how to log on to your wireless network?” I asked.

	“Certainly, but come eat first. It’s time for la cena. Dinner.”

	I was mildly surprised we were eating again, and so late at that, but since I was always hungry I was up for it. I was more surprised to see both kids in the dining room. Carolina immediately skipped over to me.

	“Nelia changed her clothes! She is here, see?” Carolina bubbled. She grabbed my hand and tugged me towards the table.

	“Sit next to me, Seth.” My name sounded cute in her high voice and Spanish accent. Nelia pointed to the seat next to her. Carolina shook her head so hard that dark curls whipped across her face. She broke out in a torrent of Spanish, and Nelia’s tone was rising to meet it when Alfonso interrupted.

	“Girls! Carolina, you sit here. Seth, if you please.” He indicated a chair between the pink-faced opponents and smiled at me. “You’ve certainly won over my daughters.”

	I sat and grinned at Nelia, who gave a shy smile back before lowering her eyes. Her long lashes cast shadows across her soft cheeks. Wisps of fine brown hair fell across her face. Her locks were shoulder-length, lighter-coloured than Carolina’s, more wavy than curly. On impulse, I reached over and held her chubby hand. Her large cinnamon-coloured eyes fastened on mine, and she sat straighter.

	Her mother placed a salad bowl on the table and went back to the kitchen.

	“Be right back, Nelia,” I murmured. I jumped up and joined Raquel at the stove, where she was arranging fish on a platter.

	“Let me help,” I said, making carrying motions. She gave her head a curt shake and shooed me back to the table. I went with a sigh, cursing my lack of communication skills. At the table, Alfonso was pouring wine, and I took an uncomfortable sip. I wasn’t used to being waited on. At my house, we all pitched in for meals.

	“I’ve been thinking I should probably take a Spanish course,” I said.

	Alfonso smiled. “I’m happy that you wish to learn the noble Spanish tongue. I have taken the liberty of enrolling you at a fine school. Classes begin after the holidays.” At the shock on my face he went on quickly, “It would have been a simple matter to cancel, had you not desired to go.”

	“Oh. Well, okay, great.” I couldn’t believe he had put so much thought into what I’d need.

	Raquel sat down and we started eating. A glance at the clock showed that it was almost nine, which seemed kind of late for little kids to be having dinner.

	“What time do the girls go to bed?” I wondered.

	Alfonso shrugged. “When they get tired.”

	A huge piece of fish wobbled on Carolina’s fork as she directed it slowly towards her mouth.

	“Here,” I said, guiding her fork in for a safe landing on her plate. I cut the food into bite-size pieces before spearing a chunk. I made airplane noises and flew it in spirals to her giggling mouth.

	“Yo!” Nelia demanded, bouncing up and down in her chair. It was the most animated I’d yet seen her. I obliged, taking her fish on an even longer plane ride to land on her little pink tongue.

	“I think you are both a little too old for airplanes, no?” Alfonso said, but he was clearly kidding.

	After dinner, Alfonso helped me log on to their home network. Then I slouched on the bed in the guest room, wondering when my life had gotten so complicated. I was a simple Canadian farm boy. Part of me still couldn’t believe that I was here, in a strange country, far away from everything and everyone that I knew and loved. I couldn’t even pinpoint when things had started to go bad, although school had played a part. Dec, my adoptive father, had been angry because I wasn’t interested in university and hadn’t gotten good grades. Could I help it if I didn’t know what I wanted to be when I grew up? Even if, at nineteen, I was technically already grown?

	Then there was Alfonso. My sister Téa and I hadn’t told Dec that we were searching for our biological father, and when we found him, Dec hadn’t taken the news well.

	Worst of all was Julia, my gorgeous, ambitious, irreplaceable girlfriend. I still couldn’t believe that we’d broken up for good this time. It had happened only days ago, and the wound was still fresh.

	I dragged my laptop over and tried to compose myself as I messaged Téa, squashing down the strident inner voice that wanted to talk to my sister this instant. Home was an equestrian centre on the outskirts of the sleepy little town of Julien, Ontario, and there was a six-hour time difference with Madrid. I was in luck. Her hastily-typed response of ‘Moooo!!!’ was enough to put a smile on my face as the video call connected. As her face filled the screen I felt the hard knot of pain in my chest tighten. I missed my twin already, and I could tell from her face that she felt the same. Her lively brown eyes sported dark shadows, and her expressive elfin face was grave.

	She made an effort to smile. “So, you finally decided to call.”

	“It’s been one day!” I protested.

	“Exactly, what took you so long? Wait, don’t tell me. You were fleeing rabid barbers and you’ve only now escaped,” she guessed, scrutinizing my newly-shorn hair.

	I ignored her comment. “How are things?”

	“Peachy. It’s like a carnival over here, we’re having so much fun. How are things in Moo-land?”

	“You’ll never guess what happened, T. I lost my luggage.”

	She gasped. “You didn’t!”

	I told her the whole story, including how nice Alfonso had been about it and how he’d bought me a new wardrobe. My sister was suspicious of our father and I wanted her to feel okay about me being here.

	“What’s the wife like?” Téa’s question was cautious.

	I hesitated, but trying to lie to my twin had always been fruitless. “I don’t think she likes me much.”

	“Well, that just proves there’s something wrong with her. Everyone likes you.” That wasn’t exactly true, but I had to admit that Raquel’s coldness was a new experience for me. While Téa and I talked, homesickness wrung my guts like a dishrag.

	“Has Dec said anything?” Our parting hadn’t been a Hallmark moment.

	Her head drooped for a minute, long dark hair obscuring her face. “No. I know he misses you, though. We all do.” Her voice was quiet and suspiciously husky. I swallowed down my own sadness, and before we disconnected I made her promise to pat my horse, Winter.

	I had a quick shower, feeling a new appreciation for deodorant, then donned my new silk pyjamas — something I wouldn’t have picked in a million years — and escaped gratefully into sleep.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	The next morning, I made my way slowly down the hall and blinked in the light of the huge central room. I supposed it was a living room, since two dark gold couches flanked a coffee table in the room’s centre, though hardly any living seemed to take place in it. A tall, white-manteled fireplace adorned one wall, which extended up the house’s two floors.

	The kids were sitting at the table in the kitchen and I slipped into the chair they’d left empty between them.

	“Good morning, Superman,” I greeted Nelia. She giggled, apparently recognizing at least one word. “What’re you having, Carolina?”

	Before the kid could answer, Raquel plunked the same thing in front of me. It looked like a roll, and I followed Carolina’s example by breaking off a piece and dunking it in what appeared to be hot chocolate, only I’d never seen any like this. It was unbelievably thick and rich, and delicious.

	“This is amazing!” I said. “It’s like having dessert for breakfast.”

	“In this country we love chocolate. Spaniards discovered it, you know,” Alfonso said proudly, striding into the room.

	“Wasn’t it the Mayans who started using chocolate? Mixed with hot peppers or something like that?” I usually tuned out the incessant stream of useless trivia that Téa spouted, but some of it must have stuck.

	“Well, perhaps,” he admitted grudgingly as he settled into his chair, “but Spaniards were the first in Europe to enjoy chocolate, and for a century we were the only ones.”

	“Well, I’ve never had hot chocolate this good,” I said, polishing off my roll.

	“There are more in the kitchen,” Alfonso said with a smile. I brought a basket for everyone, but as I started on my second roll I felt a bit self-conscious. Dec had always teased me good-naturedly about my ‘hollow leg,’ but at the barn, I’d always pitched in. Not only had I worked up an appetite from being outdoors, I also earned my keep. Here... well, I didn’t know what I’d be doing with my time. I smothered my worries in more hot chocolate.

	As he rose Alfonso said, “Remember we have a party tonight. I must go out, but the suit will be delivered today.”

	Great. I was stuck in the house all day with three girls, only one of whom could understand me. Sort of. Make that four girls; Alfonso had hardly left before a woman stalked into the house. Her height and regal bearing made her imposing despite her short silver hair.

	“Tita!” the kids called out as they ran to her. Not a burglar, then. I instinctively stood straighter as Carolina towed the woman through the cavernous living room to meet me.

	“This is my abuela,” Carolina announced. I recalled that meant grandmother and smiled as I offered my hand. The woman hesitated before shaking it firmly. Although she was shorter than me, she seemed to manage to look down her nose at me. She strode off in a flurry of Spanish, calling Raquel’s name.

	“My abuela is cleaning our house,” Carolina said, and I figured I’d better hurry and pick up after myself. I was keenly aware of my shortcomings — gee thanks, Dec — and determined to change them before my newly-found family noticed. No more scatterbrained, messy, unfocused Seth. I was going to be the picture of a responsible, respectable boy. Man. And it would start with my room.

	“Come play with me,” Carolina said, tugging on my fingers. Nelia nodded her agreement, my first indication that she could understand English.

	“I need to clean my room first,” I said.

	“It’s okay, abuela will do it,” Carolina said innocently.

	“Oh no, sweetie. I can’t let her do that.” I was taken aback at the very thought.

	“Why?”

	I tried to explain. “When I was a kid, if I’d let someone’s granny tidy my room for me, my dad would’ve spanked me. I was taught to clean up after myself.”

	Carolina looked shocked. “Your daddy spanks?”

	Nelia’s eyes were wide. Oh, crap. Maybe this wasn’t the kind of thing you should tell little kids. Maybe now they’d be all scarred and Raquel would be even more pissed at me.

	I stammered out an explanation. “No, I mean... not really.” Total lie. “Only if, um-” Shoot, I was getting myself in deeper. “Hey, do you want to help me clean my room? And after, we’ll do yours, because your mom and granny are very busy today. It would be nice to help them.”

	Carolina started hopping. “Sí, Nelia and me, we are good helpers!” She spun and told her sister while I heaved a sigh of relief. Raquel shot me an odd look as she hurried through the room with a stack of towels in her arms.

	We made short work of my room, since I didn’t have much, but spent considerably longer in each of the girl’s rooms. I was happy to kill time and stay out of Raquel’s way.

	“I like cleaning. My abuela mixes up all my toys,” Carolina said, as we painstakingly put away dozens of tiny dolls. Each one seemed to have its own wardrobe of even tinier clothes, and they all had to be stored according to some system that only Carolina understood. She paused, doll garb clutched in both hands, to study me.

	“My papá says he is your papá also. But before, you said your ‘daddy’ and he was someone else.” She shook her head, clearly confused.

	I tried to explain so they’d understand. “Your papá is my father, and my sister Téa’s father. But he didn’t stay with us when we were children, and when my mother married another man, he adopted us and became our dad.”

	“Who is your mummy?” She pronounced it the British way.

	“Her name is Elina. She died a few years ago.” Both girls looked shocked, and I cursed myself again. The last thing I wanted was to upset them. Hadn’t Alfonso told them any of this? I couldn’t help feeling they should have known these things about their own brother.

	Carolina edged closer and put her soft arms around me. “I would cry a lot if my mummy got dead,” she murmured.

	I patted her back. “I know, sweetie.” Sometimes it felt like I hadn’t yet stopped.

	 

	By mid-afternoon, a small army of black-clad catering staff had invaded the house. They took over the kitchen and re-arranged furniture while I hid in my room. I killed a couple of hours online before emerging to a minor uproar at the foot of the wide, curving staircase. Alfonso was talking loudly and Raquel flung up her hands with the air of someone who’s had it. I was about to turn around, not wanting to intrude if they were fighting, but Alfonso spotted me and waved me over.

	He made an effort to compose himself. “Guests will be arriving soon. It is time to get ready.”

	I hesitated. “Is everything okay?”

	He sighed. “Perhaps you can help. Nelia refuses to remove her costume. She appears to like you, she may want to please you if you ask it of her.”

	“Sure, I’ll try,” I said doubtfully. I wasn’t sure the kid could even understand me.

	Raquel’s narrowed eyes followed me as I started up the stairs. I moved cautiously into Nelia’s room. She was sitting on an area rug surrounded by stuffed animals; I sank down crossed-legged next to her and smiled. She barely spared me a glance, just kept playing with what looked like a pink hippo. I scanned the room. It was large and airy, all done up in pink and white, and since we’d tidied up it looked like something out of a picture book.

	“Nelia, your dad says that you know English. Do you understand me?” Her only response was another inscrutable look.

	I was relieved when Carolina skipped in. She dropped to her knees on the floor with a thud that made me wince.

	“Can you tell Nelia that her room looks like a princess’s?”

	A quick burble of Spanish and then Nelia shot me a scathing look. It was surprisingly intense for such a little thing, and I thought immediately of Téa. My sister was outspoken these days, but when we were kids she’d been quiet and intense, and she’d had absolutely no interest in princesses. I almost didn’t need Carolina’s rapid translation of Nelia’s retort.

	“She says, ‘I am not a princess. Princesses are stupid. I am Superman.’” Carolina scowled at her sister, no doubt insulted on behalf of princesses everywhere.

	I nodded sagely. “Of course. And ‘Nelia’ is your secret identity, right?” Carolina relayed my words, but both girls wore confused looks.

	I put on my best secretive manner. “Don’t you know about Superman’s secret identity? He can’t let anyone know he’s Superman, so he pretends to be Clark Kent, a mild-mannered reporter.” After some explanation of the terms ‘mild-mannered’ and ‘reporter’, Carolina told her sibling what I’d said. Nelia’s entire face lit up and she jumped to her feet.

	“Sí, sí, soy Superman en secreto!” She was so excited she started running around the room. I scooped her up, laughing, and held her so she was horizontal.

	“Fly, Superman!” I encouraged, and she stretched out her dimpled arms as I flew her around the room.

	“Nelia!” Raquel exclaimed from the door.

	Startled, I grabbed the kid close before putting her down on her bed. I felt suddenly weird about being here, alone in a little girl’s room, although I was her brother and it should have been the most natural thing in the world. I’d shared a room with Téa until we were nine. Maybe it was the suspicious way Raquel was eyeing me that made me uneasy. I felt an unexpected surge of frustration towards her. For someone with such warm colouring, she was anything but.

	“Mamá!” Nelia exclaimed, jumping up and down on the bed. “Soy Superman, pero...” I couldn’t follow the rest, but Raquel’s copper eyes widened as they moved to me.

	Helpless, I sought out Carolina. She grabbed my hand and hopped up and down also. “Nelia says she needs to wear her dress now because she must protect her secret identity.”

	I grinned at Nelia and held up my hand, and her little palm met mine in a high-five. “Don’t worry, I won’t give away your secret,” I whispered with a wink. Carolina’s translation sounded garbled since she was still jumping as though her feet were pogo sticks.

	Raquel’s face softened. “Gracias.” She had a pleasant, low-pitched voice.

	“Um, sure,” I said awkwardly. But my footsteps were light as I headed for the door.

	I showered and changed. My hair was super easy now that it was so short, and the blond looked several shades darker. I felt like a stranger in the suit, as though its blue-grey colour had leaked into my eyes, making me colder from the inside out.

	I took a deep breath before stepping out to join my new family. Alfonso’s face lit up at the sight of me, which was embarrassing but kind of nice. Then I got embarrassed for thinking it was nice. Okay, now my face was probably glowing like Rudolph’s nose.

	The girls careened down the stairs, both in fancy dresses and wearing bows in their hair. Alfonso lifted them up one by one and kissed them soundly, and I felt a small pang at what a demonstrative father he was. Not that I’d grown up without affection. My mom had been almost too affectionate, but she’d been gone five years and Dec wasn’t the touchy-feely sort. I wondered what kind of person I’d be if I’d grown up with a dad who was obviously proud of me, instead of one who acted as if approval were a dangerous weapon.

	The guests started to arrive, and the party was soon in full swing. It was Christmas Eve, but this gathering made our family dinners look like squatting around a campfire. I stayed on the periphery, shifting uncomfortably in my new suit even though the fabrics were silky against my skin. I was in a large roomful of perfumed strangers and I couldn’t even talk to any of them. But even if I could have, this wasn’t my kind of scene.

	I wandered around, taking note of the finery. An enormous crystal chandelier hung over the main room; I’d never noticed it before, probably because it wasn’t lit in the daytime. Women in jewel-toned dresses and men in suits milled beneath it, drinking wine and talking over the background music, something Spanish-sounding and instrumental. A detour into the dining room revealed a remarkably long table set all in white and gold. It was the fanciest setting I’d ever seen.

	“Ah, there you are!” Alfonso exclaimed. He hooked an arm through mine and drew me back to the large central room. I still didn’t know what to call it. The party room? The thought made me smirk just as Alfonso halted and introduced me to a haughty-looking woman. I wiped the smirk off.

	“Carmen, this is my son, Seth,” Alfonso said quietly. He beamed with pride as he observed me, and I squirmed a bit at the unaccustomed sensation. What had I done to deserve his esteem?

	I gave the woman my most charming smile and held out my hand. She gave it a limp shake, looking bemused, and answered in heavily-accented English. “His mother must have been quite a beauty.”

	She moved on, and Alfonso leaned close and murmured, “In Spain, when you greet a lady, you must kiss her on the cheeks.”

	Well, this was going to be awkward.

	“We Spaniards are a warm people,” he went on, navigating us through the crowd. I lost track of the names and faces of the people he introduced me to, and I was stiff and nervous when I kissed the women’s cheeks, but Alfonso seemed delighted with me. To my relief, we eventually ran out of guests and I was able to escape to one of the gold couches, which had been pushed against the walls. I wasn’t normally a wallflower, but this whole not-communicating thing was already getting old.

	I watched Alfonso and Raquel work the room. Raquel was phenomenal in a copper-coloured dress that mirrored the colour of her eyes and fired up the highlights in her hair. I tried not to notice how it set off her curves, because eww — so not the thing to notice about your stepmother, even if you’re a guy and you can’t help it. Alfonso frequently had his arm around her waist, and he seemed fully aware of the admiring looks his wife drew. He himself cut quite a dashing figure in his designer suit, his smile flashing whitely against his olive skin.

	When Raquel disappeared into the kitchen, Alfonso welcomed a couple I hadn’t met. He beckoned the girls over. He introduced Carolina, who shook hands like a pint-sized diplomat and launched into several minutes of animated chatter. The duo looked absolutely charmed by her. Nelia was hiding behind her father’s legs. He drew her out and murmured to her, motioning to the strangers. Nelia stared at the ground, as immobile as a fawn in headlights. Alfonso patted her head, then turned back to the adults and shrugged eloquently. They laughed with him and exchanged a few words, probably along the lines of, “Kids? What’re you gonna do?”

	The adults moved off and Carolina went skipping away. Nelia raised her head and gazed sadly after her father. My heart went out to my tiny half-sister, and I loped over and dropped to one knee in front of her.

	“Hey, Superman. I know you can understand me, at least a little bit. Would you like to dance?” She cocked her head to one side, a cute little wrinkle forming between her brows as she tried to decipher my meaning. I stood up, bowed with a flourish, and held out my hands. “Dance?”

	Her face brightened, and she took a couple of my fingers in each of her soft hands. We started moving around the room, and I soon scooped her up so we could move faster, her giggles keeping time with my feet.

	“May I cut in?”

	“Oh, uh, sure.” Alfonso took Nelia from me, leaving me standing alone again. Deflated, I was headed back to the couch when I passed a new girl in the room. Bronze hair hung in waves to her waist, emphasizing her hourglass figure. She turned, and I had time to notice large, doe-like brown eyes before she started talking and I felt the familiar beginnings of panicked frustration. Because running away screaming wouldn’t look cool, I tried something new.

	“Hey, I’m Seth. Normally I’d crack a joke to break the ice, in case my boyish charm wasn’t enough, but since you can’t understand a word I’m saying I’ll just smile and nod. Oh, and you’re beautiful.”

	She laughed. “So are you.” My jaw dropped, but I didn’t say anything, just stared like a fool. Her smooth golden skin seemed to glow, and her brown eyes were dancing with mirth. Her wide red mouth smiled invitingly.

	My hot face must’ve been a lovely shade of crimson. “You speak English,” I stuttered. I’d have a bright future as a detective, I thought ruefully.

	“So do you.”

	“We seem to have a lot in common.” I managed a grin.

	“Ooh, dimples. I have a weakness for boys with dimples,” she confided. At the moment, I had a weakness for any girl I could understand, so I kept the dimples going.

	“I’m Seth,” I said, and this time as I bent to kiss her cheeks there was none of the awkwardness and trepidation I’d felt with the others. Her flowery scent filled my nostrils.

	“Maria,” she responded.

	“Can I get you a drink?” She nodded her assent, and we made our way slowly through the crowd to the kitchen.

	“The Arroyo family always hosts the most lavish parties,” she noted as we arrived at the counter, which had been set up as a bar.

	I turned to Maria. “What’ll you have?”

	“White wine, please.”

	I looked at her more closely. “Are you old enough to be drinking?”

	Her laugh, almost a giggle, made it seem unlikely, but she responded, “You’re obviously not familiar with Spain if you believe this matters in a private home.” She ordered in Spanish and two glasses of white wine appeared. To my delight, it tasted light and sweet.

	“What brings you here?” Maria asked.

	“I’m visiting Alfonso. He’s my, um, father,” I said awkwardly. Alfonso certainly hadn’t made a secret of it, but the word still felt strange in my mouth.

	Maria’s interest sharpened. “Alfonso and Raquel are your parents?”

	“N-no, just Alfonso.” I was saved from further stammering by the call to sit down for dinner. Maria sat next to me, to my intense relief. I hadn’t been looking forward to an hour of pantomime. She waved to an attractive older couple further down, who smiled back.

	“My parents,” she explained.

	I looked them over, trying not to be obvious. They weren’t as old as I’d first thought, maybe in their late fifties, but her father’s hair was grey. Her mother’s hair was the kind of solid black that only came from dye, giving her face a harsh cast. I sometimes forgot that my mom had been only twenty-one when I was born, and Alfonso had been nineteen. My age. Even Dec, my adoptive father, was younger than my friends’ dads. Alfonso had had Carolina and Nelia at the more usual time, after he’d settled down and worked and was ready. I felt a swell of gratitude to him for not treating me like a major wrench in his smoothly-running life.

	It was almost ten p.m. and I was ravenous. Maria and I chatted as we ate; I told her about Canada and the riding stable my family operated there, and she talked about school and her friends. The dessert plates were being cleared when Alfonso stood up, and the room quieted without him even having to call for attention.

	He made a short speech and although I couldn’t understand him, he looked elegant making it, his fine hands waving to underscore his words. It took me a second to realize when he switched to English.

	“I am particularly blessed this year to welcome Seth, my only son, into our home and our country. Seth, may we enjoy many more holidays together.” He raised his wineglass to me, as did many of the guests.

	“Thank you, thank you very much,” I muttered in my best Elvis impression. Maria giggled beside me, and a few adults laughed as well, but Alfonso didn’t look pleased. My face flamed and I stared at the table, pretending to wipe a spot off the tablecloth with my napkin. My impressions were pretty good, people usually liked them, but obviously this wasn’t the time. Alfonso had caught me by surprise. I was embarrassed that he had called attention to me, even though he’d certainly done it with the best of intentions.

	It was the wee hours of the morning when we bid goodnight to the last of the guests. In the wide front entrance, Maria hugged me warmly.

	“Call me. I’ll help you to discover Madrid,” she said. After she left, I stood in the open doorway for a moment, marvelling that Christmas Eve could look like this. No snow, no freezing cold, only a few coloured lights on nearby homes hinting at the season.

	I wandered back inside, yawning. Alfonso was talking to the last of the catering staff and Raquel was bending over her daughters, who were fast asleep on one of the gold sofas. She smoothed Nelia’s hair away from her face with a tender smile before gently picking her up.

	“I’ll take Carolina,” I whispered, motioning my intention. The child was as limp as a rag doll in my arms. I followed Raquel upstairs, then went into Carolina’s bedroom, where I laid her little body carefully on the bed and left her for her mom to tuck in.

	I couldn’t believe how late we’d stayed up and realized that Christmas dinner was probably in full swing back home. I wondered how it was going, and whether anyone had asked about me. One of my adoptive father’s many rules was that we always ate Christmas dinner with our extended family. I’d chafed under that rule, but now I was nostalgic for those cozy meals with my aunts, uncles and cousins. For a minute, the urge to call Téa was overwhelming but there was no telephone in my room. Vowing to get a cell phone, I went to sleep.

	The next morning wasn’t like any Christmas morning I’d had as a kid. I’d expected Nelia and Carolina to be up with the sun, but it was a very respectable nine a.m. before they banged on my door. I let them drag me to the nativity scene in the corner of the den, next to a small, tastefully decorated tree. Carolina handed me a soft, wrapped package.

	“That’s for you!” she squealed.

	My heart dived into my ankles. I’d brought presents for everyone, some token Canadian-type gifts: a stuffed moose and bear for the kids, maple syrup in a fancy bottle for the adults, but they’d been in my suitcase. And somehow, with the jetlag and newness of the past couple of days, I’d forgotten. I unwrapped my gift. It was a white soccer shirt with the words ‘Real Madrid’ on it.

	“Spaniards love soccer,” Alfonso explained, strolling into the den. He was dressed in a silk robe over pyjamas. Raquel, heading into the kitchen, wore a fancy tracksuit and looked like she’d been up for hours.

	“Thank you,” I mumbled. “I’m sorry, I had gifts for you-”

	“Do not worry,” he interrupted. “I understand. Christmas in Spain is not the same as in North America. For you it is a large, commercial holiday, is it not? Here we may exchange a small gift, but Los Reyes Magos is more important. It is January sixth, when we celebrate the three kings. We have more gifts on that day.”

	I breathed a sigh of relief and vowed to find presents for everyone before then. After a leisurely breakfast, the girls asked me to watch TV with them. We plopped down on the ridiculously big couch, and after some minor squabbling, they settled on an animated show with lots of big-eyed animals. They burrowed down, one on either side of me, and for the first time, I felt like I was in a home. Maybe not my home, but someone’s home. Lounging on the couch watching TV felt so normal.

	An hour or so later I got up and stretched. “D’you want to help me find a snack, Supe?” I asked Nelia, who was back in costume and seemed poised to follow me.

	She tilted her head and frowned in confusion. “Want soup?”

	“Not soup that you eat, silly! Supe, short for Superman. It’s a nickname,” I explained. Nelia raised her arms over her head and fell backward onto the couch in delight.

	Carolina jumped up and down. “What about me? What is my nick-name?” she pronounced it carefully, like it was a new and important word.

	“You? You’re definitely a Bean.”

	Carolina wrinkled her nose. “Bean? Yuck, I don’t even like beans!” She crossed her arms and stuck her bottom lip out.

	“Not that kind of bean. You’re a Mexican jumping bean. They hop all over the place, just like you. They’re very special.”

	She stared at me suspiciously. “Beans do not jump. They’re plants.” Nelia shook her head vigorously, but I couldn’t tell whether she disagreed with me or her sister.

	“I’ll show you.” I headed to my room, tailed by the chattering monkeys, but I could feel Raquel’s eyes on me and decided to bring my laptop back to the couch. The girls climbed up next me, arguing and jostling.

	“Okay,” I said, doing a quick search. I angled the screen away from the kids until I found a safe video to play for them.

	“There, that’s what a Mexican jumping bean does. Just. Like. You,” I told Carolina, punctuating my words with gentle pokes of my finger in her ribs. She shrieked with laughter.

	It was a quiet day. When Raquel’s mom arrived I went for a walk around the neighbourhood, both to give them some privacy and so that I wouldn’t feel like the weird relative that no one quite knows what to do with. It felt good to be outside, and even better to move my muscles again. I normally led an active life; sitting around all day didn’t agree with me. But then, life at home hadn’t been working out too well, and I reminded myself determinedly to make the best of things.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	The next day I found Alfonso in his small home office. It featured an almost wall-sized window overlooking the front yard. Classical music played from invisible speakers, and my father had his head tipped back, eyes closed.

	“To hear Mahler is to feel all of life’s beauty and agony,” he said as his eyes opened. “Do you enjoy Mahler?”

	“Oh, uh, I’m not sure,” I said. That was truthful enough since I didn’t know Mahler from Mickey Mouse. I hadn’t been exposed to classical music. Dec’s taste was pretty much limited to classic rock, and my mom had had an unfortunate fondness for boy bands.

	“I thought I’d go into Madrid and explore a bit,” I said. Raquel had taken the girls to a friend’s house, and I was restless in the empty space. Alfonso wrote down some directions for taking the bus.

	I set off with a sense of anticipation. It was a relief to be out, away from the scrutiny, the weird vibes, Raquel’s careful coldness. The commute was short and as I walked the streets of Madrid I felt a rising excitement. I was exploring a whole new country. Anything was possible.

	I hadn’t been in the city ten minutes when up ahead, turning a corner, I saw a guy wearing a grey hooded sweatshirt — my hooded sweatshirt.

	“Hey!” I yelled, breaking into a run. I dodged startled pedestrians, veered around the building, and spotted my quarry. He wasn’t even running. I grabbed his sleeve and spun him around to face me.

	“That’s my sweater, you thief!” I exclaimed. He was clearly astonished but remained silent. “Dammit,” I muttered, frustrated. How was I supposed to confront him when I couldn’t even talk to him? Those Spanish lessons couldn’t start fast enough.

	“Chill, man. I didn’t steal anything.” The thief had recovered enough to speak. In perfect English.

	I realized I was leaning somewhat threateningly into his space, which was very unlike me, and backed off a step. “Oh. Well, that’s definitely my hoodie. The Wolves are my high school baseball team, who else would have that in Spain? With my number on the back?” I indicated the black wolf silhouette on the front; the back sported the numeral ‘26’.

	The guy laughed. It was a real laugh, the kind that makes you smile despite yourself. “I thought it was some sort of conservation message. You know, like, ‘Save the wolves, there are only twenty-six left in Texas’.”

	“Texas?” I was confused.

	“Yeah, man, that’s where I’m from. Hey, you want to duke it out over a drink?” His grin was friendly and I was so relieved to meet another guy my age that I agreed.

	“I’m Seth.” I stuck out my hand, and he pumped it once, firmly.

	“Eli.” Eli led the way, and I tried not to gawk too much as I followed him. “First time in Madrid?” he guessed.

	“First time anywhere,” I admitted. I followed him to a café and we dropped into comfy chairs in a corner. We got our drinks, coffee for me and hot chocolate for him, before he faced me with a reverent look.

	“Have you had the hot chocolate here?” Eli asked. “The crap we call hot chocolate back home doesn’t deserve to share a planet with this stuff, let alone a name. This,” he took a sip and exhaled loudly in satisfaction, “is the nectar of the gods.”

	“No wonder Mayan royals drank it, right?”

	Eli’s brows climbed as he considered me. “You’re more than a pretty face.”

	“Nope, that’s about it. My sister’s the smart one.”

	“I’ve got three of those myself: Genesis, Faith, and Grace. And no, I’m not kidding. My full name’s Elijah. Hard-core Christian parents.” Eli made a disgusted face.

	“Could be worse. You could have been called Moses. Or Samson.”

	“I could’ve rocked the name Samson,” Eli mused. He made a show of fluffing his shoulder-length brown hair.

	I laughed. “Dude, you totally could.”

	Eli grinned. “Dude? Who says that anymore?”

	I shrugged one shoulder. “My sister and I picked it up from this surfer flick when we were kids. We thought we were so cool. But then, before we could realize how lame we sounded, it kind of caught on with our friends.”

	“So you’re bringing ‘dude’ back.”

	“Single-handedly.” I tried to look modest.

	“Except
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