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  The Virgin of the Screen Door


Daddy worked vice for the Las Vegas Police Department. On days off, he drank pints of Jim Beam and quart bottles of Miller High Life and watched wrestling matches and country music programs where the sequins on the outfits sparkled as brightly as the lights on Fremont Street. 
Right before my fourth grade year began, he disappeared for five days, longer than ever before. When he went undercover, Mommy always fretted that someone would figure out that this graying patsy with the crew cut and the LBJ glasses wasn’t from Omaha for a convention of insurance salesmen or a down-on-his-luck dentist from Detroit.
Through the morning, she cleaned like the white tornado, her dark brown hair in rollers, her face puffy from crying.
My big sister Connie pulled me into her bedroom. Connie’s hazel eyes, deep-set like Daddy’s, darted from my face to her door. “Mom thinks Daddy’s been chopped up and buried in the desert halfway to Elko.”
Something crashed in the kitchen. “Sugar foot! Oh beans, oh beans, oh beans!”
I’d bet a bottom dollar Connie’s insides were as twitchy as mine, because after she’d helped Mommy clean up the shards from the Corningware bowl, I found her in the bathroom pulling out one hair at a time.
Heaviness filled my body. I shuffled to my bedroom to hide away. For some reason, a copy of the Las Vegas Sun lay across my bedspread. We weren’t subscribers. How did it get there?
The neatly folded paper displayed an article with the headline “Virgin of the Screen Door.” The caption “Vasquez Family Claims a Miracle” lay below a picture of a Mexican family standing in front of a modest tract house, a lot like ours. A second picture of the actual door accompanied the article.
We were lapsed Baptists. From what I knew from the few times we went to church, the Virgin didn’t count for much. There were no statues of her like in my best friend Rhonda’s church. I didn’t have a clue about Mary other than her presence in manger scenes at Christmas, but my family needed a miracle. We just had to go see her.
The Vasquez family lived on Acoma Court, not far from us. We could walk there and say prayers for Daddy to come home in one piece. I’d pray extra hard for Mommy to calm down and ask that Connie not go bald.
I ran into the kitchen where Mommy sat on the stool covered in cheery yellow naugahyde, a tissue wadded in her fist.
I shoved the paper in her face. “We need to go to the Virgin.”
“What are you talking about, Charlotte?”
I pointed to the picture. “The Virgin Mary. We need to ask her to bring Daddy back.”
Mommy took the paper and scanned the article, shaking her head. “This is nonsense.”
From Connie’s room, the Rolling Stones screamed they weren’t getting no satisfaction. Mommy folded the newspaper. She hadn’t washed the makeup off her face from the day before, and her powder blue shift looked as though she’d slept in it.
“Turn that down, Connie Louise.”
The volume rose.
Mommy sighed and opened the paper again. “Where did you get this?”
I tried to tell her about the newspaper’s magical appearance, but she interrupted. “You know what? Going there would be better than stewing in this house. We can get Slurpees on the way back.” She reached up and unsnapped a roller. A tendril of dark hair flopped over her ear. “Tell Connie we’re leaving in a few minutes.”
I waded into Connie’s room and shouted over the music. Connie rolled her eyes, but the promise of Slurpees persuaded her to turn off the record player.
We hadn’t gone halfway before the heat of the sidewalks rose through the rubber soles of my sneakers. Maybe this mission wasn’t such a good idea.
We passed the 7-11.
Mommy read our minds. “On the way back, girls. We’re on a pilgrimage.”
Connie’s cheeks turned crimson. “This is so stupid. I don’t even believe in God.”
God being an option had never occurred to me. Connie’s flip-flops snapped against the soles of her feet. My sister suddenly felt distant, a being to herself born out of the shimmering heat of the asphalt.
Mommy ignored Connie, but took my hand and held it until both of ours grew slippery with sweat. Mine fell out of hers. We walked in silence until we reached Acoma Court, a cul de sac of small stucco houses with drapes drawn to keep out the heat. A weary looking St. Bernard barked unenthusiastically behind a cinderblock fence.
Sweat ringed Connie’s hairline. “If you weren’t afraid of driving, we’d have been here and back, Mother.”
“Well, we’re here now.”
Three old women knelt in front of the porch, the shadows from the eaves partially shading them. Five other women of various ages sat on lawn chairs under a large umbrella talking in Spanish to a young priest with bright red hair and a florid face. A couple of toddlers splashed in a wading pool beneath another umbrella decorated with ducks. Several empty chairs were set up in the yard.
A young boy with a buzz cut and long eyelashes offered us glasses of lemonade. Connie and I drank greedily and squashed our cups, throwing them into the grocery bag under the table. Mommy stood behind the praying women and twisted a handkerchief she’d pulled from her purse.
A gold Impala pulled up to the house. An old black couple emerged slowly from the sedan. The boy ran to them, took the wife’s arm, and led her to a chair. The husband sat next to her with wheezing breaths. Her purse unlatched with a click. She opened it and took out foldable fans for both of them.
A large woman about Mommy’s age looked at her watch and pulled towels from a pink plastic laundry basket on the ground next to her. She walked over in an uneven gait and offered them to us.
“For your knees.”
Mommy motioned for us to take one. “Don’t be rude, girls. Say thank you.”
Despite her earlier protests, Connie took a towel, knelt and clasped her hands. I joined her and stared at a stain on the screen that looked like the whorls in the fleshy part of my thumb. While we knelt, a fluffy cloud grew overhead, shading the little congregation from the three p.m. sun. My knees started to hurt. Connie had spoken the truth, coming here was a dumb idea.
The seated women suddenly dropped to their knees and crossed themselves vigorously.
The old couple lifted their arms. “Praise, Jesus!”
I glanced at Connie. She stared intently and frowned. Next to her, Mommy squeezed her eyes so tightly little wrinkles creased her cheeks. Turning back to the screen, I softened mine the way I did when I tried to see animals in the clouds while a thunderstorm gathered.
A young woman’s brown face slowly formed in the middle of a whorl. A royal blue veil flowed like a waterfall from the top of her black hair to the aluminum filigree at the bottom of the screen. The veil opened to reveal she wore a silver miniskirt. White go-go boots clad her holy feet. She caught my eyes with her obsidian ones, winked, and then faded back into the thumbprint.
Recitations of Hail Mary’s intensified like a swarm of bees leaving a hive. The old couple began to shout in the strangest language, words that sounded ancient, full of flowing syllables, in a cadence making their utterances clear and sharp.
More cars drove up Acoma Court. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw a VW bug with peeling paint, a white pickup, and a dark green sedan were parking in a line. Doors flung open. Families in their Sunday best poured out, men and boys in suits and ties, little girls with frilly dresses, and women with pure white veils floating like clouds over straps of sundresses.
The children must have been warned to be on their best behavior, because they walked quietly from the cars to the boy with lemonade. No jostling. No laughing. But clearly the lemonade, not the screen door, interested them the most. I recognized a girl who’d be starting sixth grade at my school. She didn’t look my way.
The three men bent down, each on one knee. A couple of the women grasped their hands in a here is the church, here is the steeple, open the door, where’s all the people style. The others made prayer hands like the pictures I’d seen on billboards about needing to be saved, or else.
My private visitation had vanished and whispers surrounded me.
“Oh, there she is.”
“Blessed art thou among women.”
And weeping, weeping, weeping. The Vasquez family were prepared with tissues and passed them out. The young priest held the hands of a sobbing grandmother.
Mommy stood up and straightened the skirt and blouse she’d put on before we left. She slowly looked around and crossed her arms. Connie joined her. The old couple’s strange praise grew louder. Connie started to laugh, but Mommy shushed her and beckoned me with her index finger. Her lips formed the words, “Let’s go.”
An image filled my head of Daddy blowing on a pair of dice, his other hand holding a cigar. Gangsters with fedoras pulled low over their faces circled the table, hands twitching next to their bulging coat pockets where their pistols waited to be fired.
I turned back to the door and whispered as fast as possible, “Please, JesusMaryGod, let Daddy be safe. Let Connie stop pulling her hair out so she can be popular. That’s what she wants more than anything. Let Mommy not worry so much.”
The picture of the guardian angel that hung over Rhonda’s bed replaced Daddy’s image. The angel looked like a fairy in her sky blue dress and wings the color of opals, my birthstone. She floated behind a little boy and girl crossing a bridge. I needed a guardian angel badly. I didn’t think it fair we Baptists didn’t get them.
“And, JesusMaryGod, send me an angel. Please, please, please.”
“You got it, kiddo.”
My eyes popped open. Mary’s face emerged from the screen in the same way Porky Pig’s did at the end of cartoons. I expected her to say, “That’s all folks,” but instead she gave me a thumbs up and disappeared again.
Mommy stood behind me. “Get up, Charlotte.”
Cars now filled Acoma Court. The people who arrived first would have a hard time leaving if they wanted to. We wove through the crowd to the stop sign at the corner, leaving the miracle behind.
A car full of nuns passed by. They waved at us.
Mommy wiggled her fingers at them. “Don’t tell your Daddy we came here. He wouldn’t like it.”
Connie shook something from one of her flip-flops. “What a waste of time.”
They hadn’t seen her? I began to cry.
Mommy touched my face. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”
“Mary had on go-go boots. And she talked to me.”
Mommy pulled her hand away. “You’re too old to tell stories, Charlotte.”
Connie chimed in. “Yeah, Charlotte.”
Mommy clutched her purse tightly to her side. “Let’s get those Slurpees.”
She marched off in front of us.
The moment we walked in the house, Connie hightailed it to her room.
I followed and leaned against her door frame. “I really did see Mary.”
She collapsed on the bed and covered her face with her arms. “Leave me alone.”
Daddy returned around seven o’clock. He hadn’t been whacked by the mob! My prayer had been answered! Best of all, he carried a grocery bag tucked in his arm, set it on the counter, and pulled out a container of strawberry ice cream. He’d also shopped for a pint of Jim Beam and placed the bottle next to it.
He drew me to his side for a hug. “How about a milkshake?” Tobacco and a filmy scent of stale booze infused his polo shirt. He opened a cabinet under the counter and looked inside. “June, where’s the blender?”
Mom shuffled into the kitchen in her pink house shoes. “Why didn’t you call to let us know you were alive? Do you have any idea how worried we were? Isn’t that right, Charlotte? The blender is right there behind the Tupperware. It could bite you.”
Daddy took it out and got the scoop from the drawer above the cabinet. I stepped backward until I bumped the dining table.
Mommy stepped so she was only a couple of inches behind Daddy.  “You didn’t even come straight home, did you? You had to stop at a filthy bar. You were probably drunk the whole time you were on the job.”
Daddy’s big back froze. “Stop breathing down my neck, June.”
“Talk to me, Walter.”
Daddy slammed the scoop down. Pink ice cream flew to the wall behind the blender. He grabbed the whisky bottle. Shoving Mommy aside, he stormed through the living room and out the sliding glass door to the patio.
The scent of strawberry lingered in the kitchen. A hush fell, balanced on pins and needles. Mommy quietly opened the fridge. Out came the eggs and milk. She cracked an egg into the blender, poured in the milk, and turned it on. My insides felt like they were being mixed up along with the shake. She turned it off, poured my treat into one of our most generous glasses and handed it to me.
“There you go.”
She made a beeline for the patio. The shake slipped sweet and thick over my tongue. 
Later, Connie and I held each other on her bed as our parents battled in the living room. A thud hit the wall. Mommy rushed into the bathroom. We eased ourselves into the hallway. She leaned over the sink, pressing a wash rag over her left temple. Connie pulled me back into her room.
***

I must have woken up after midnight because the TV shows were over for the night. Static from our set traveled to my bedroom, layering itself over the silent gulf left by my parent’s fight. 
In the dark, a small flame ignited and died. The subtle odor of sulfur wafted to me. A young man leaned against my closet door, wearing a black leather jacket like the juvenile delinquents in the old movies my mother watched in the afternoons.
I pulled the covers over my head.
“Sorry to scare you, Cupcake, I really am, but there isn’t any other way to show up.”
His voice was soft like the red velvet dress I’d worn the previous Christmas. I peeked out. His slight build and wavy black hair made me think of Little Joe Cartwright. Bonanza was in black and white at my house, but my apparition appeared in living color. A halo glowed above his head, soft and muted like my nightlight.
“You’re the angel God sent me?” I sat up. “You’re a boy. I wanted a girl angel.”
He pulled two decks of cards like the ones Daddy used for poker from the inside pocket of his jacket. “Sorry to disappoint.”
He dropped a card and bent to pick it up. Red horns poked from his head, sprouting a couple of inches above his ears and sprinkled with what looked like silver glitter. They supported his halo and caught its light. Sparks of light shot across to me and fell in silence, evaporating around me like snowflakes.
I scooted into the corner behind my bed. “Angels don’t have horns.”
He continued shuffling. “I’m going to be straight with you. I’m not an angel.”
Strawberry flavored bile rose into my throat. Blood rushed from my legs and arms. Sweat covered my skin and I felt chilly.
“I’m going to call Daddy.”
“Hey, calm down.” He sat on the rug and began to lay the cards facedown. “We both know he’s passed out, and we both know that’s not fair. Part of the reason I’m here, Charlotte.”
He scattered cards over the carpet. I pushed myself back into the corner.
“How do you know my name?”
My visitor raised his head. He didn’t smile to make me feel better. “I know everything about you, Cupcake. What a good girl you’re trying to be. You love to draw, right?”
I nodded.
He leaned back and put his hands on his knees. “My name is Ezequiel. I’m not going to hurt you, and I promise to explain everything in time. Do you like to play Concentration?”
I nodded again.
He opened his hands toward me. “Then you go first.”
I pushed the covers back with my feet, slid to the floor, and turned the card closest to my bed. Red seven of hearts. I picked the card to its left. Red seven of hearts again.
“You put the newspaper on the bed, didn’t you?”
“Yep. My boss wanted your family out of the house for a while. I hoped you’d get a blessing, but Lily changed the channel from Heaven to—the other place.”
His boss? The other place? I stared at the cards. “I didn’t see the Virgin?”
Ezequiel picked a red ace of hearts and a black three of spades. “No, but the other people who believe in Mary thought they did. She and Lily have a connection.”
I turned over a new card with a lump in my throat. Black five of diamonds. I stared at the pattern the diamonds made for a moment and got on my knees. I reached for a card in the middle of the room and found its match.
“Who’s Lily?”
Ezequiel rose and opened my closet. “Someone who used to own these go-go boots.”
He stepped away. I forced myself to look up. The boots perched below my clothes, white and perfect. I jumped to my feet, hopped across the cards and grabbed them.
I held them to my chest. “Rhonda got some last week, but Mommy said we can’t afford them.”
He finally smiled. “She won’t notice you’re wearing them.”
I slipped the boots on. They fit perfectly.
We played in silence until I had fifty-two matched pairs stacked around me. I handed the decks back to Ezequiel. He put them back into his jacket. He looked like an ordinary thin teenage boy, if you didn’t notice the halo and horns.
“So, are you a guardian devil?”
He scoffed. “Heck no, I’m not even a demon, only an underling who does the filing. I came across an item detailing a caper going down in Vegas that involves your house. I volunteered to be on a team so I’d have a chance to watch out for you. If the boss accepts me, I plan to work undercover like your dad.” He glanced back at my closet. “Only, I won’t have the LVPD as back up.”
This kid thought he’d protect me?
“What’s going to happen, Ezequiel?”
“Nothing to you, I promise. I’ll make sure of it.”
The TV turned off. Daddy had woken up.
Ezequiel glanced at the dark space in front of my door. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”
He stepped into my closet, smashing my clothes behind his back. He took a match I hadn’t noticed from behind his ear and scratched it on the bottom of his shoe. A spark flared and died.
The recliner squeaked as Daddy got out of it. I kicked off my new boots and scrambled into bed. A faint odor of liquor hit my nose as he paused in front of my opened door. He muttered something before he wavered down the hall to Mommy.
***
The next morning the boots lay where I’d flung them. Would Mommy really not see them? Only one way to find out. I wore them beneath my nightgown at breakfast. No one said a word, not even Connie.
I walked over to Rhonda’s that afternoon. A doctor had put her on a diet. Mommy described her now as pleasantly plump and praised her peaches-and-cream complexion. Millie, Rhonda’s mother, said we were like Mutt and Jeff, whoever they were, light and dark, tall and short. 
We played Bonanza in the backyard, pretending her swings were horses. I itched to tell her about Ezequiel, but she’d call me crazy. So I mentioned the other thing on my mind.
“You have to be Hoss’s girlfriend.”
Rhonda put her feet out and stopped her swing. “I’m not going to be his girlfriend. You’re going to be his girlfriend.” 
I knew she’d fight me on this, so I’d prepared myself with my almost nine-year-old logic. “But Hoss and I don’t match. Both you and Hoss are pleasantly plump. Little Joe is little—like me.”
Rhonda bolted from the swing. “I’m going to tell my mom you said I’m fat.”
I jumped off mine. “Okay, you take Adam.”
“Adam’s not on the show anymore. Besides, he’s old. Little Joe is going to be my boyfriend. You have to take either Hoss or Hop Sing.”
“You can’t have Little Joe because my guardian demon looks like him.” My hand shot up to cover my mouth. 
Rhonda’s fair complexion turned paler. “Did you say demon?”
“Actually, he’s an underling.” I sat back down and let my feet dangle. “He visited me last night after we went to the Virgin yesterday.”
Rhonda got know-it-all on me. “At the Vasquez’s? Mom says it’s a bunch of hooey.”
“Well, it isn’t. But Mary didn’t show up. Somebody named Lily did, and she talked to me. And then Ezequiel came last night, and we played Concentration. I got every match on the first try. I swear I did.”
“Are you feeling okay, Charlotte?”
I didn’t answer her, and I didn’t say a word about my parents’ fight. Mommy didn’t allow me to talk about what happened at home to anyone, but she did tell me Rhonda’s dad punched a hole through a wall and took a swing at Millie. That’s when she divorced him. Mommy warned me if I ever brought up what had happened between Rhonda’s parents, I’d be in big trouble. The McCauleys were Catholic. Being divorced was very, very bad for them.
Millie worked in the office at a car dealership. Mommy admired her doing this. Daddy told her not to get any big ideas.
Rhonda joined me back on the swing set and twirled in her seat, winding the chain. She picked up her feet and spun around. I pushed myself toward the bars so she wouldn’t hit me.
“I’m telling the truth. Lily even had him bring me invisible go-go boots.”
Why did I have to mention the boots?
Rhonda planted her feet below the swing. “They’re not invisible, Charlotte. They look like mine. But your mom said she wasn’t buying any. What changed her mind?”
Millie opened the sliding glass door and stepped out. “Hour’s up. Time to head home.”
Rhonda, of course, tattled on me. “Charlotte says her boots are invisible and someone named Lily gave them to her.”
Millie smiled like she wasn’t getting a joke. “Those are the best boots I’ve never seen. Actually, Charlotte, I’ve been meaning to ask you where you got your sandals. They’re adorable.”
Now I had to lie. “Tom McAn. We always get our shoes there.”
***

Ezequiel visited me every night. At first, we didn’t talk about scary things but played games I always won. Sometimes he told me stories or sang “La Bamba” softly in Spanish.
One night before school started, he taught me strategies for Chinese checkers so I could beat Connie. A thunderstorm brewing that afternoon finally let go during our second game. Rain pelted the house and flashes of lightning lit my room every minute or so.
After an especially close strike, thunder engulfed the house. Ezequiel glanced at my closet and then grabbed a handful of marbles, throwing them into the game box. “I don’t feel like playing anymore, Cupcake.”
I tried a strategy that worked the week before when he’d lost interest in Mousetrap. I cocked my head and put on a fake pout. “Pleeeeease, Ezequiel.”
He finished picking up the game and closed the lid. “Not tonight. I’ve put off talking to you about the serious stuff, Charlotte. I can’t wait anymore.”
My stomach felt like a brick had been dropped inside it. I grabbed a pillow from my bed and hugged it as I sat cross-legged in front of him. “About the other place?”
He scooted so his back pressed against my closet door, “Sorry, Charlotte. I need to explain why I’ve come.” 
Shuffling sounds and groans filtered into my room, followed by a loud bang.
I pointed to my closet with a shaking finger. “Your boss is in there?”
“No, underlings and goons moving equipment around. They’re not in your closet, but on the underside of it. I’m pretty sure there’s still some time before transport.”
I pulled my pillow off my bed and buried my head in it.
“Hey, you’re going to be okay, but can you sleep in Connie’s room from now on?”
I came up for a breath. “Are you kidding me?”
Daddy was working at the precinct headquarters that night. Somehow Mom and Connie slept through the storm. The cell passed, and now the rain quietly patted my window. The house seemed to breathe in and out with me.
Ezequiel eyes caught mine like a tractor beam. “I left Earth in 1952. I grew up in a little town in New Mexico called Lordsburg. My brother had gone into the Air Force, stationed in Germany. I got my license. Levi’s Chevy Coupe had been in our front yard for almost a year. So I borrowed it, and my friend Hector borrowed his dad’s Ford F-1. We wanted to have fun. We raced out in the desert, but I lost control of Levi’s car.”
I squeezed my pillow tighter. “That’s why you went to Hell?”
We sat a long time in the glow of my nightlight and his halo.
He stretched out his right leg. “No, that’s not why. My little sister Joanne saw me take the keys from the hook in the kitchen. She said she’d tell my parents if I didn’t take her with me. She was Connie’s age.”
I needed a minute to understand what he meant. “Did she go to Hell too?”
Ezequiel bowed his head. “Oh, no, but I took her life, Charlotte. I’ve been dead almost thirteen years, and I’m still in high school and working a boring job. The worst part is Drivers Ed. I’ve watched a movie of the accident ten thousand times by now. I keep telling myself I’m going to look away, but when the teacher turns on the projector I can’t stop staring. I’m thrown against the steering wheel. Joanne —“
He wrapped his arms around himself. “I didn’t protect Joanne, but I’m going to take care of you. Next time I come—“
I didn’t let him finish. I didn’t want to think about next time. “Why do you have a halo?”
He didn’t answer. Glittery sparks flew from his horns, their embers dying before they reached the floor. I crawled over and reached for the glowing circle above his head. He jerked it away, but my fingertips sizzled.
Daddy’s car pulled into the driveway. Headlights flashed in my room the way the lightning had. Ezequiel struck a match and disappeared.






  
  Brother


On the first day of school, every fourth grade girl skipped onto the playground in sparkling white go-go boots. I wore mine proudly as I lined up on the blacktop with my classmates. The hundred-plus degrees predicted for the afternoon hovered on the outskirts of the warm morning. The sky above Hannah Clapp Elementary stretched above our heads, the same clear blue as chlorinated water in a swimming pool. 
Our principal, Mr. Willowby, marched from the teachers’ room with the twenty-one Clapp teachers, in order from kindergarten to sixth grade. Out of earshot of Daddy, Mommy referred to Mr. Willowby as “Fred MacMurray.” Pipe smoke often wafted from his office onto the walkway to the cafeteria. When winter came on, he dressed in tweed jackets with patches on the sleeves. Today, he wore the standard Las Vegas professional summer attire for men: a crisp white short-sleeved dress shirt, tan slacks, and a thin dark blue tie.
Mr. Olivera, my teacher, waved at us with a big welcome grin in the middle of the string of women instructors. He was bald other than a fringe of salt and pepper running along the back of his scalp from ear to ear. He dressed in the white-shirt-tan-pants uniform but also donned a red and white polka dot bow tie. Connie, who’d been in his class three years before, told me he wore a different one for every day of the week. Kind of like the underwear we got in our 1963 Christmas stockings, except he never mixed them up like we did. The polka dot tie belonged to Tuesdays, fitting for right after Labor Day.
Chatter settled down. Tommy Shelton, last year’s student body vice president and now president pro-temp until new elections, held the flag to the right of Mr. Willowby. He had a reedy voice. It was hard to hear his “Ready. Salute.”
I put my hand on my heart.
My class would be called the Lucky 13s, named after our room number. Rhonda’s class, the Responsible 14s, stood to our left, and to my right, the Respectful 12s. I appreciated how the odds played out for me. I preferred being lucky to being respectful or responsible any day of the week. I had a whole year of good fortune to look forward to.
Rhonda’s hair balanced on her shoulders in an upturned curl of gold. I bet Millie must have used a half a can of Aqua Net to achieve such perfection. After repeating “with liberty and justice for all,” we waved to each other. We’d put our squabble over Little Joe behind us, coming to the conclusion over the previous weekend Paul McCartney beat Little Joe in the cute department, and vowed with a serious pinky swear we’d never fight over a Beatle. 
To keep our bargain safe, I didn’t share the daydream that played in my mind about Paul when “Yesterday” came on the radio. Paul would tell me how groovy I looked in my new boots, and then we’d take a ride on a double-decker bus. I was seventeen, like in the song, and when we’d finished touring London, he’d kissed me.
I hadn’t mentioned Ezequiel again. Rhonda never commented about my strange remarks that day in her backyard. If she thought I’d gone temporarily loco, so be it.
Only one thing didn’t seem right. Ezequiel hadn’t returned since the night he’d told me about his sister. I’d rub the rough skin that had healed over the burns on my fingertips to prove to myself he’d been real. Every night before I went to bed, I checked my closet to be sure no fissures to Hell had opened. I tried to stay awake in case he might show up, but I always drifted into a deep sleep before nine o’clock.
Daddy had rotated to the swing shift, working at headquarters for the next couple of months, laying low to take his profile off the streets. I woke to his snoring every morning. I only saw him on his days off because he left before I came home from school. He and Mommy squabbled, but they didn’t get into any knock-down drag-outs.
Mr. Olivera put me into the Road Runner reading group. We didn’t have the status of the Jack Rabbits, the top group, but I’d been an Iguana the whole year in third grade. Life was looking up!
But the very best thing was Connie running for seventh grade student body president. My sister brimmed with confidence. Mommy complimented her on her cheerful demeanor more than once. On October 4th, the day before my birthday, Connie won class presidency by a unanimous vote, blossoming overnight into the most popular girl of Dwight Eisenhower Junior High.
My prayer for my sister had come down the pike.
Connie crowed over dinner. “This year’s class president, next year the cheerleading team, and in ninth grade, I’m going to be crowned the Spring Dance Queen.”
Mommy wiped a smudge of spaghetti sauce from the edge of her mouth. “Your daddy won’t let you go to dances, you know that. Not at fourteen, which you will be in ninth grade. And I have no way to take you to away games.”
Connie chopped her spaghetti into chunks with her fork. “I’d travel on the bus with the team.”
That would go over like a lead balloon. “With the boys? Not likely.”
“Charlotte, don’t talk with your mouth full.” Mommy’s attention switched back to my sister. “How would I pick you up at school after you got back from the games?”
Connie’s head bent so low, her light brown hair almost covered her plate. “You need to learn to drive.”
We had a moment of silence. Daddy once tried to show Mommy how to back out of the driveway. She plowed into the mailbox, and her driving career was history. 
Mommy changed the subject. “How short are the skirts?”
Connie pushed her chair from the table. “You should be happy for me.”
Mommy put down her fork. “I am so proud of you, Connie Louise, I could burst.”
Why didn’t she ever call me Charlotte Marie? There were things about my family I would never fathom. 
She rose and walked around the table, knelt next to Connie’s chair, and took her hands. “The first president in the Johnson family.”
Daddy didn’t let us forget Andrew Jackson was a cousin, the hero of the Battle of New Orleans, the seventh president of the United States, and the first one who wasn’t a sissy.
I swirled spaghetti around with my fork only to watch it fall off. “What about Old Hickory?”
Mommy shot me a mind-your-own-business look. “Well, then, the first female president in the family. I think we should call Grandma and tell her the good news, don’t you?”
Mommy carried our plates to the sink and then picked up the phone to dial Indiana.
Connie grudgingly obeyed when Mommy motioned for her to take the receiver. She wrapped the telephone cord around her fingers. “Hi, Grandma. I hope it isn’t too late back there. Guess what?”
I slipped away to my room and discovered Ezequiel leaning over my desk examining pictures of horses I’d drawn.
He picked up a palomino. “Not bad.”
Putting my finger to my lips, I
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